








The	notion	of	 selecting	 students	based	on	academic	achievement	 into	different	 schools	at	 certain	
points	in	their	educational	careers	is	one	that	has	long	been	contested	in	education.	In	this	paper	I	





in	 many	 respects	 critical	 of	 a	 1970s	 ‘equalisation’	 of	 Korean	 schooling,	 though	 they	 also	 viewed	










The	 idea	 in	 education	 of	 selecting	 students	 based	 on	 their	 academic	 achievement	 into	 different	
schools	for	those	who	are	more	or	less	‘able’	is	one	which	has	historically	been	critiqued	by	scholars	
stressing	the	divisive	nature	of	selective	schooling	and	its	largely	negative	impact	on	disadvantaged	
groups’	 educational	 outcomes.	Debates	 about	 selective	 education	 typically	 focus	 on	 the	way	 that	
middle	class	families	tend	to	flock	towards	prestigious	selective	schools,	leaving	others	behind	in	less	
prestigious	 non-selective	 institutions.	 Comparatively	 less	 has	 been	 said	 to	 date	 on	 the	means	 by	
which	 families	 seek	 to	access	 selective	 schooling,	 including	 the	possibility	 that	 selective	education	
may	 increase	 families’	 expenditures	 on	 private	 tutoring.	 Private	 tutoring	 is	 a	 transnational	
phenomenon	and	a	global	 industry	that	has	grown	considerably	in	recent	years	(Aurini	et	al,	2013;	
Park	 et	 al,	 2016).	 It	 may	 compound	 already	 unequal	 access	 to	 ‘top-tier’	 schools	 (given	 parents’	
unequal	capacities	to	pay	for	tutoring)	while	also	contributing	to	changing	norms	about	who	ought	
to	 pay	 for	 school-level	 education,	 and	 financial	 burdens	 are	 created	 for	 families	who	 do	 engage,	
particularly	 those	 on	 lower	 incomes.	 Scholars	 such	 as	 Bray	 (2011;	 2017)	 have	 argued	 that	 it	 is	
important	for	researchers	in	the	field	of	education	to	explore	factors	which	may	fuel	growing	private	
tutoring	demand	in	societies,	particularly	at	a	time	when	tutoring	 industries	 in	many	countries	are	




What	 may	 be	 known	 so	 far	 in	 the	 world	 about	 relationships	 between	 the	 presence	 of	 selective	
schooling	 in	 a	 society	 and	 the	 extent	 to	 which	 families	 will	 deem	 it	 worthwhile	 to	 pay	 for	 extra	
tuition	 for	 their	 children?	 Here,	 South	 Korea	 (hereafter	 Korea)	 constitutes	 a	 fascinating	 ‘extreme	
case’	(Gerring,	2008).	It	is	a	country	with	some	of	the	highest	levels	of	private	tutoring	in	the	world	
and	as	a	result	can	offer	us	helpful	‘leverage’	in	generating	hypotheses	(ibid,	p.645)	about	what	may	





which	 emerged	 –	 namely	 the	 large	 extent	 to	which	 interviewees	 linked	 trends	 towards	 increased	
private	tutoring	in	Korea	with	what	are	also	extensive	Korean	experiences	of	selective	schooling.	
	
The	 paper	 proceeds	 as	 follows:	 first,	 the	 basic	 notion	 of	 selective	 schooling	 in	 education	 is	












economic	efficiency	within	 societies	which	 comes	 from	allocating	different	 types	of	 students,	who	
naturally	 possess	 differing	 talents	 and	 abilities,	 to	 separate	 tracks	 of	 schooling	 offering	 different	
knowledge	 and	 skills	 and	 training	 (see	 e.g.	 Prais	 and	Wagner,	 1985).	 Educationalists	 have	 also	 at	
times	 emphasised	 an	 idea	 that	 differentiated	 and	 hierarchically	 organised	 schooling	 can	 often	 be	
meritocratic	(see	e.g.	Saunders,	1995).	Students	who	are	innately	gifted	and	who	work	hard	to	pass	
school	entrance	exams	within	selective	education	systems	will,	it	is	often	argued,	deservedly	receive	





Selective	 schooling	 has,	 however,	 long	 also	 had	 vocal	 critics.	 Considering	 first	 principles,	 scholars	
such	as	Goldthorpe	(1997)	have	argued	that	formalised	assessments	within	education	and	beyond	of	
what	may	constitute	‘merit’	will	always	be	problematic	because	they	involve	subjective	judgements.	
Such	 judgements,	 too	 –	 along	 with	 their	 associated	 unequal	 distributions	 of	 educational	
opportunities	–	usually	favour	the	middle	classes,	and	notably	education	systems	where	students	are	
subject	to	early	‘tracking’	have	been	shown	to	be	associated	with	higher	levels	of	social	stratification	
(Hanushek	 and	Woessman,	 2006;	 Dupriez	 and	 Dumay,	 2006;	West	 and	 Nikolai,	 2013;	 Schleicher,	
2014).	While	 selective	 schooling	may	 help	 some	 less	 affluent	 students	 to	 achieve	 their	 potential,	
access	to	such	schooling	is	ultimately	skewed	towards	more	advantaged	groups,	and	for	the	majority	
of	 disadvantaged	 students	 unable	 to	 access	 ‘top-tier’	 schools	 in	 a	 selective	 system,	 there	 can	 be	








tutoring	 expenditures.	 Private	 tutoring	 is	 a	 phenomenon	which	 Park	 et	 al	 (2016:	 232)	 describe	 as	
having	 undergone	 a	 ‘massive	 worldwide	 increase’	 in	 recent	 years.i	 	 Following	 Bray	 (2010),	 it	 is	
defined	here	as	comprising	tutoring	which	takes	place	outside	the	formal	school	day,	which	focuses	
on	 academic	 subjects	 students	 already	 study	 inside	 school,	 and	 for	which	 families	 pay	 fees.	 Such	
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tutoring	takes	a	wide	variety	of	forms,	ranging	from	one-to-one	provision	in	family	homes	through	
online	 provision	 to	 larger	 group	 tuition	 inside	 formal	 private	 institutions.	 A	 proliferation	 of	 local,	
national	 and	 international	 tutoring	 franchises	 has	 emerged	 throughout	 the	world	 in	 recent	 years.	
Such	franchises	have	been	part	of	a	wider	and	ever-intensifying	global	education	 industry	wherein	
networked	actors	outside	 the	 state	 increasingly	market	 and	 sell	 transnationally	 not	only	 tutoringii	
but	a	multitude	of	other	education	services	(Ball,	2012;	Verger	et	al,	2016):		
	





as	 it	 is	 often	 termed	–	 tops	up	public	 spending	on	education	 and	 it	 contributes	 to	 shifting	norms	
about	who	ought	to	pay	for	education.	This	arguably	helps	governments	in	an	era	when	education	is	
key	 within	 strategies	 for	 social	 investment	 (Van	 Kersbergen	 and	 Hemerijck,	 2012).	 However,	
important	 inequality	 implications	 also	 arise,	 because	 parents	 across	 the	 world	 possess	 markedly	
unequal	resources	to	devote	to	private	tutoring	(Ireson	and	Rushforth,	2011;	Francis	and	Hutchings,	




Intergenerational	 social	 mobility	 is	 arguably	 particularly	 hampered	 in	 systems	 where	 a	 larger	
proportion	of	total	education	spending	is	private,	because	student	achievement	becomes	even	more	
strongly	 influenced	by	parents’	ability	to	deploy	private	economic	resources	(see	e.g.	Jerrim,	2017;	






Dynamics	outlined	above	regarding	private	tutoring	and	 its	growth	have	 led	some	to	call	 for	more	
research	 in	particular	 into	‘the	role	of	government	 in	the	expansion	of	shadow	education	systems’	













How	might	we	 explore	 possible	 causal	 links	 between	 selective	 schooling	 and	 private	 tutoring?	 As	
indicated	above,	here	Korea	constitutes	a	fascinating	‘extreme	case’	(Gerring,	2008).	The	country	has	
some	of	the	highest	 levels	of	private	spending	on	‘shadow	education’	 in	the	world,	 in	recent	years	




‘the	 enemy	 of	 the	 public	 school	 system’	 (Chung,	 2002).	 Waldow	 et	 al	 (2014)	 highlight	 Korean	
mainstream	media	reports	of	an	education	system	in	‘crisis’.	Parents	make	major	financial	sacrifices	
in	 order	 to	 pay	 for	 private	 tutoring,	 with	 more	 than	 four	 in	 ten	 families	 viewing	 themselves	 as	
‘edupoor’	 (Kim,	 2016).	 Children	 spend	 vast	 amounts	 of	 time	 annually	 in	 the	 country’s	more	 than	
100,000	 private	 cram	 schools	 (‘hagwons’)	 outside	 their	 daily	 lives	 in	 public	 schools	 (Byun,	 2014).	




Choosing	 an	 ‘extreme’	 country	 case	 for	 exploration	 –	 one	 that	 is	 ‘prototypical	 or	 paradigmatic	 of	
some	 phenomen[on]	 of	 interest’	 (Gerring,	 2008:	 653)	 –	 is	 a	 useful	 methodology	 for	 generating	
hypotheses	 about	 possible	 factors	 causing	 high	 levels	 of	 a	 particular	 dependent	 variable	 (in	 this	
instance	private	tutoring)	 in	a	society.	 In	Korea,	growing	private	tutoring	over	several	decades	has	
been	so	marked	that	governments	themselves	have	become	strongly	attuned	to	observing	in	detail	
relationships	 between	 tutoring	 expenditures	 on	 one	 hand	 and	 particular	 societal	 trends	 and	




and	 a	 national	 Educational	 Broadcasting	 System	 (Bae	 et	 al,	 2010).	 During	 the	 1980s,	 Korea	 even	
officially	 banned	 commercial	 private	 tutoring,	 though	 this	 ban	was	 relaxed	 during	 the	 1990s	 and	
formally	declared	unconstitutional	in	2000.		
	
Particularly	 prominent	 policy	 debates,	 however,	 have	 focused	 on	 the	 possible	 impacts	 of	 Korean	
high	 school	 entrance	 exams	 on	 private	 tutoring	 expenditures.	 During	 the	 early	 1960s	 in	 Korea,	
schooling	 beyond	 elementary	 level	 was	 neither	 compulsory	 nor	 universally	 available,	 and	
competition	for	places	in	middle	and	high	schools	was	on	the	basis	of	challenging	entrance	exams.	
During	 the	 late	 1960s/	 early	 1970s,	 governments	 moved	 towards	 universalising	 middle	 and	 high	





private	 high	 schools	 became	 prohibited	 from	 selecting	 students	 academically.	 Reasons	 stemmed	
from	 growing	 concerns	 that	 students	 were	 facing	 strong	 pressures	 to	 perform	 well	 in	 school	




Since	 the	 1970s,	 however,	 an	 important	 deviation	 from	 equalisation	 reforms	 has	 also	 become	
established	 in	 the	 form	 of	 newer	 autonomous	 schools	 which	 have	 been	 permitted	 to	 operate	
outside	of	HSEP	rules,	selecting	students	academically.iv	Special	Purpose	High	Schools	(SPHSs)	today	














in	 Korea	 and	 in	 which	 I	 sought	 to	 view	 the	 Korean	 case	 through	 ‘foreign	 eyes’	 (Phillips	 and	
Schweisfurth,	2014:	19;	see	also	Kim,	2014).	Western	research	exploring	education	in	East	Asia	has	
been	an	increasingly	popular	endeavour	in	recent	years,	 in	large	part	due	to	the	strong	OECD	PISA	













National	 Assembly	 politicians	 from	 the	 centre-left	 Minjoo	 political	 party,	 education	 scholars	 and	
representatives	 from	 the	 Seoul	Metropolitan	Office	 of	 Education	 (SMOE),	 Korea’s	 teacher	 unions,	
education	NGOs	and	the	tutoring	industry	itself.		
	
Some	 interviews	were	 carried	out	 in	 English	by	 the	author	alone,	 though	others	were	 carried	out	
with	the	aid	of	two	Korean	interpreters	who	were	also	experts	in	education	policy	and	very	familiar	
with	 the	 aims	 and	 objectives	 of	 the	 research	 project.vi	 In	 one	 instance	 due	 to	 a	 last-minute	
cancellation	 it	 was	 necessary	 to	 collect	 a	 respondent’s	 insights	 via	 email.	 In	 five	 instances,	
interviewees	were	interviewed	in	groups	of	two	or	more.	Thematic	data	analysis	of	interviews	was	
carried	out	using	NVivo	11.	In	order	to	boost	accuracy,	interview	data	were	triangulated	against	key	
government	 policy	 documents,	 literature	 published	 by	 Korean	 think	 tanks	 (much	 of	 which	 is	






school	 entrance	 exams	 in	 Korea	 may	 have	 affected	 families’	 private	 tutoring	 expenditures.	














merely	postpone	 inevitable	competition	 that	 students	will	 face,	potentially	even	making	 this	more	
intense	(with	higher	associated	tutoring	costs)	later	in	their	educational	careers.	Interviewees	noted	
that	in	Korea,	after	the	HSEP,	competition	did	increase	hugely	for	access	to	universities	–	particularly	









environments	 (interviewees	 1	 and	 2;	 see	 also	 Kim	 and	 Lee,	 2002).	 This	 led	 some	 parents	 of	 high	
achieving	 children	 to	 become	 concerned	 that	 their	 children	would	 receive	 less	 tailored	 attention,	
potentially	 increasing,	 rather	 than	 reducing,	 their	 spending	 on	 private	 tutoring.	 Particular	








families	 were	 engaging	 in	 private	 tutoring.	 However,	 seven	 years	 earlier	 in	 1973	 it	 has	 also	 been	
noted	that	as	many	as	24%	of	all	families	were	facing	debt	due	to	private	tutoring	(Byun,	2010)	and	
one	MEST	 adviser	 has	 argued	 that	 ‘equalisation	 of	 schooling	 did	 not	 cause	 an	 increase	 in	 private	
education’	 (interviewee	 3).	 Proving	 that	 the	 1970s	 HSEP	 had	 causal	 effects	 either	 increasing	 or	




also	 being	 implemented	 only	 gradually	 across	 the	 country,vii	 and	 as	 early	 as	 1980	 commercial	










Even	 among	 more	 left-wing	 advocates	 of	 traditional	 1970s	 high	 school	 equalisation	 in	 Korea,	
critiques	did	also	emerge	about	this	 leading	to	much	‘sameness’	 in	Korean	education.	 Interviewees	
from	 one	 progressive	 NGO	 described	 overly	 uniform	 schooling,	 narrow	 in	 its	 curricular	 focus	 and	
failing	to	cater	for	students’	diverse	needs	and	interests	(interviewees	17	and	18).	One	former	head	
of	a	private	tutoring	company,	now	critical	of	the	tutoring	industry	and	active	in	left-wing	politics	in	
Korea,	 called	 for	 a	 distinction	 between	 ‘equality	 of	 opportunity’	 and	 ‘equal	 curricula’	 in	 public	










‘between-school	diversity’	 (or	a	 ‘lavish	“buffet”	of	high	school	 types’	 -	Sung,	2011)	may	specifically	










However,	even	conservative	 interviewees	 supporting	choice	and	diversity	 in	education	additionally	





diverse	 needs	 …	 The	 structure	 of	 the	 educational	 system	 should	 be	 horizontal	 and	





The	 most	 salient	 research	 finding	 in	 this	 project	 was,	 however,	 the	 clear	 unanimity	 with	 which	
interviewees	 of	 all	 persuasions	 viewed	 re-introductions	 in	 recent	 decades	 of	 more	 academically	
selective	 forms	of	 ‘diverse’	 high	 schooling	 in	 Korea	 as	 contributing	 to	 increased	 tutoring	 costs	 for	
Korean	 families	 from	 the	 1990s	 onwards.	 Although	 the	 1990s	 was	 also	 the	 decade	 in	 which	 a	
previous	ban	on	private	tutoring	in	Korea	came	to	be	lifted,	 interviewees	agreed	there	had	been	a	
particular	 growing	pressure	during	both	 this	 decade	 and	 the	next	 for	 students	 to	 engage	 in	 ever-




‘With	 the	 rise	 of	 SPHSs	which	 require	 students	 to	 have	 higher	 academic	 credentials	 and	
scores,	the	rise	of	private	tutoring	became	really	big’	(interviewee	18)	
	
‘There	was	a	big	 increase	 in	private	 tutoring	 for	middle	 school	 students,	 because	of	 very	




One	 key	 perspective	 here	 was	 that,	 although	 SPHSs	 had	 been	 intended	 to	 create	 centres	 of	
excellence	in	Korea	focusing	on	specific	subject	areas,	in	reality	the	distinctive	curricular	identity	of	
many	was,	 in	 the	words	of	one	government	 researcher,	 ‘questionable’	 (interviewee	4;	 see	also	28	
and	 29).	 Specialist	 characteristics	 had	 become	 overshadowed	 over	 time	 by	 the	 fact	 that	 schools	
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were	also	perceived	to	be	‘elite’	–	socially	and	academically	selective	due	to	their	entrance	examsviii 	-	




al,	 2007).	 The	 particular	 nature	 of	 many	 entrance	 exams	 in	 SPHSs	 and	 other	 selective	 schools	 –	
ranking	students	based	on	their	scores	in	standardised	multiple	choice	tests	–	was	also	described	as	
being	highly	conducive	 to	being	helped	by	classic	 ‘cram’	 style	 tutoring	offered	 in	Korean	hagwons	
(interviewees	6,	8	and	17;	see	also	Sung,	2011).	One	Minjoo	politician	highlighted	a	particular	growth	
of	 private	 tutoring	 in	 English	 –	 an	 ‘English	 crazy-storm’	 –	 that	 he	 believed	 had	 been	 produced	
specifically	 by	 recent	 highly	 demanding	 requirements	 of	 Korean	 foreign	 language	 schools	
(interviewee	 7).ix	 Additionally,	 one	 scholar	 argued	 that,	 for	 students	 entering	 the	 country’s	 elite	
science	 schools,	 the	 need	 for	 extensive	 private	 tutoring	 did	 not	 even	 stop	when	 students	 gained	
access.	Rather,	once	attending	such	schools,	students	were	expected	to	make	such	fast	progress	–	
again	 going	 beyond	 the	 standard	 requirements	 of	 the	 country’s	 public	 school	 curriculum	 –	 that	
private	tutoring	was	needed	in	order	for	them	to	keep	up	(interviewee	8).	Kim	and	Shin	(2012)	show	
significant	positive	associations	in	Korea	between	a)	gradients	at	which	private	tutoring	expenditures	










Others	 were	more	 optimistic	 about	 the	 possibility	 of	 diversification	without	 stratification,	 though	
they	stressed	that	school	entrance	exams	must	be	avoided	in	order	for	such	a	vision	to	be	realised.	
Within	 Seoul,	 a	 new	 school	 type	 has	 recently	 been	 established	 called	 the	 ‘Seoul-style	 Innovation	
School’,	 promoting	 a	 ‘learner	 centred	 creative	 curriculum’	 (SMOE,	 2017:	 4).	 According	 to	





Both	 conservative	 Saenuri	 governments	 and	 their	 main	 opponents	 –	 the	 Minjoo	 Partyxi 	 –	 have	
notably	 pledged	 in	 recent	 years	 to	 ‘transform’	 the	 admissions	 arrangements	 of	 Korean	 selective	
schools	(interviewee	7).	In	2009,	foreign	language	and	science	SPHSs	became	formally	prevented	for	
the	 first	 time	 from	 administering	 entrance	 exams.	 Applicants	 to	 the	 schools	 may	 still	 today	 be	
‘selected’,	 but	 selection	 must	 now	 be	 on	 the	 basis	 of	 students’	 middle	 school	 records	 only,	 and	
within	this	only	on	students’	 test	scores	 in	relevant	subjects	 (Lee	et	al,	2010).	 Independent	private	
schools	in	Korea	are	today	still	permitted	to	use	entrance	exams,	but	they	may	not	test	students	in	
detail	 on	 academic	 subjects	 –	 only	 general	 ‘aptitude	 for	 schooling’	 (interviewee	 8).	 Korean	




selection	 in	Korea,	 and	 interviewees	noted	 that	 this	would	 therefore	 still	mean	parents	paying	 for	




programmes	 for	 entrance	 to	 these	 elite	 high	 schools’	 (p.528).	 Even	 while	 acknowledging	 that	
selective	education	 in	Korea	today	 is	 likely	 to	 increase	tutoring	costs	 for	 families,	one	conservative	
NGO	leader	did	still	argue	that	selective	education	remains	important	and	valuable	(interviewee	19;	
see	also	Waldow	et	al,	2014,	here	on	right	wing	media	discourses	on	the	value	of	competition	in	the	
Korean	 education	 system).	 Other	 NGO	 representatives	 additionally	 emphasised	 that	 support	 for	
school	 entrance	 exams	 remains	 persistent	 among	 ‘upper	 class	 parents’	 (interviewee	 22)	 in	 Korea	
wherever	 ‘they	 believe	 their	 kid	 can	 get	 in’	 (interviewee	 21).	 Notably	 some	 regions	within	 Korea,	
such	 as	 Jeju	 island,	 have	 retained	 entrance	 exams	 for	 schools	 on	 a	 widespread	 basis	 until	 very	
recently	–	despite	Ministry	of	Education	discouragement	of	these	exams	–	due	to	local	conservative	








‘We	 Koreans	 have	 a	 pretty	 negative	 view	 of	 those	 entrance	 exams	…	 Since	 Koreans	 are	









This	 paper	 has	 analysed	 the	 views	 of	 Korean	 education	 experts	 and	 key	 stakeholders	 on	 a	
longstanding	 perceived	 historical	 relationship	 between	 academically	 selective	 schooling	 and	 high	














education,	which	can	also	be	found	 in	other	Asian	societies	 (see	e.g.	 Jerrim,	2015).	 It	stems	 in	
part	from	Confucianism,	particular	Hakbul	traditions	in	Korea	(Oh,	2011)	which	have	historically	
conferred	 great	 credentials	 onto	 individuals	 demonstrating	 strong	 self-discipline	 in	 order	 to	
secure	 positions	 in	 ‘top’	 schools	 and	 universities	 (primarily	 the	 country’s	 ‘SKY’	 universities	 –	
Seoul	National	University,	Korea	University	and	Yonsei	University)	and	the	nature	of	the	Korean	
economy	which	has	 in	 recent	decades	been	driven	 strongly	by	human	 resources	 (KEDI,	2011).	
Education	 fever	 has	 furthermore	 been	 fuelled	 in	 Korea,	 particularly	 since	 the	 1997	 Asian	
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financial	 crisis,	 by	 the	 country’s	 dramatic	 shift	 from	 being	 a	 high	 growth,	 comparatively	
egalitarian	 society	 with	 strong	 government-regulated	 national	 wage	 structures	 to	 being	 one	





LG,	 SK,	 Lotte	and	Samsung	–	which	dominate	 the	Korean	economy	and	which	over	 time	have	
also	shrunk	their	core	workforces,	outsourcing	and	moving	jobs	abroad	(Snyder,	2018).	A	strong	
sense	of	changing	social	fabric	and	a	growing	belief	that	the	‘winner	takes	all’	(Fleckenstein	and	
Lee,	 2016)	 in	 Korean	 society	 was	 certainly	 argued	 by	 interviewees	 in	 this	 project	 to	 have	




government	spending	on	schools	as	a	proportion	of	GDP	(3.5%	 in	2015)	 is	not	particularly	 low	
compared	with	that	in	other	OECD	countries	(OECD,	2018).	However,	concerns	have	 long	been	
raised	 in	 Korean	 public	 education	 regarding	 the	 presence	 of	 a	 strongly	 standardised	 and	
overloaded	 national	 school	 curriculum	 and	 also	 regarding	 heavy	 reliances	 on	 teaching	 and	
assessment	 methods	 including	 rote-memorisation	 and	 multiple	 choice	 testing.	 Critics	 have	
argued	that	teachers’	scope	for	encouraging	creativity	in	such	contexts	becomes	compromised,	
as	does	 their	 capacity	 to	give	 students	personalised	attention,	arguably	 fueling	perceptions	of	
public	education	as	offering	only	poor	quality	and	so	driving	demand	 for	 tutoring	 ‘outside	 the	
state’	(Dang	and	Rogers,	2008).	Notably	in	2017,	public	spending	made	up	just	two-thirds	(68	per	
cent)	of	total	spending	on	education	institutions	in	Korea,	compared	with	an	OECD	average	of	85	
per	 cent	 (OECD,	 2017).	 Rote	memorization	 and	multiple	 choice	 testing	 additionally	 constitute	
pedagogical	 approaches	 (as	 mentioned	 above	 regarding	 school	 entrance	 exams)	 which	 are	
highly	conducive	to	students’	scores	being	boosted	by	‘cram’	style	teaching	in	Korean	hagwons.	
Interviewees	 for	 this	 project	 spoke	 about	 consequent	 reforms	 to	 Korean	 national	 education	
which	have	been	being	 implemented	since	2015	and	which	 seek	 to	 reduce	curricular	 content,	






At	 the	 same	 time,	 Korean	 interviewees	 for	 this	 project	 did	 still	 emphasise	 the	 particularly	 salient	
finding	 that	 rising	 numbers	 of	 elite	 selective	 schools	 in	 Korea	 have	 in	 recent	 decades	 played	 an	
important	role	in	driving	rising	private	tutoring	costs	for	families.	Early	‘equalisation’	reforms	during	
the	 1970s	 are	 viewed	 as	 having	 led	 to	 problems	 of	 excessive	 uniformity	 in	 Korean	 schooling.	
Interviewees	 for	 this	 project	 also	 highlighted	 that,	 in	 any	 unequal	 society,	 competition	 between	
children	within	 education	 systems	will	 always	 be	 inevitable,	 be	 that	 at	 the	 point	 of	 entering	 high	
school,	or	later,	at	the	point	of	students	entering	university.	However,	hierarchies	of	high	schooling	
which	have	been	exacerbated	in	Korea	by	the	establishment	of	elite	selective	schools	such	as	SPHSs	








look	 into	 a	 crystal	 ball	 and	make	predictions	 about	other	 equally	 distinct	 countries	where	private	
tutoring	 is	currently	on	the	rise	but	 to	date	remains	modest.	At	 the	same	time,	such	an	 ‘extreme’	
case	study	as	presented	above	can	offer	rich	 insights	 into	possible	factors	which	may	drive	private	
tutoring	 in	 societies	 generally.	 Ball	 and	Nikita	 (2014)	 describe,	 for	 example,	 parental	 anxiety	 over	
children’s	educational	futures	and	in	turn	their	competitive	positioning	within	ever	more	uncertain	
labour	markets	–	as	we	see	in	Korea	–	as	being	increasingly	a	constitutive	part	globally	of	what	it	is	
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in	 50	 countries	 and	 regions	 (http://www.kumon.co.uk/about-us/index.htm).	 English	 and	 Maths	 tuition	







iv	 Notably	 HSEP	 also	 only	 ever	 equalised	 Korean	 general	 high	 schools.	 Separate	 vocational	 schools	 have	










ix	 Though	 globalisation	 more	 broadly	 has	 also	 produced	 rising	 demand	 for	 foreign	 –	 particularly	 English	 –	
language	training	(Park	et	al,	2016).		
x	The	(impeached)	Korean	president	during	February	2017	fieldwork.	
xi	In	May	2017	the	Minjoo	candidate	Moon	Jae-In	was	elected	President	of	South	Korea.	
